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to caress my naked feet. And I had not seen a policeman since
leaving New York.
The house, a rambling structure of hewed logs, sat on an
elevation that gave a fine view of the surrounding country. One
could look to the north for miles across great patches of corn
extending in delicate shades of green and yellow, or westward
following a double line of rail fence bordering the road as it
meandered across two miles of rolling hills to the village. To the
north and east our own fields and pastures ended in a dark band
of forest marking the river's course. With Old Major, a sad-eyed
hound, as companion, the vast distances, as they had at first
seemed, soon became familiar playgrounds.
Across the river a region of swamps, creeks, sloughs and
timbered bluffs formed a semi-jungle of bad repute, called
Hungry Hollow. Originally inhabited by Indians and runaway
slaves, there had been a slow infiltration of so-called poor white
trash resulting in a settlement of social outcasts. Every morning
some of these people passed our house en route to the village,
where they sold stovewood and catfish in sufficient quantities to
buy store-goods.
I was a little fearful of the tall, swarthy, barefooted and shifty-
eyed men, but a few of the young women were quite pretty in
their brightly coloured skirts and kerchiefs, and sometimes they
flashed me a toothy smile in passing. An old negro mammy who
lived among them was in great demand throughout the country
as a midwife. But more fascinating to me was a bent and wrinkled
old woman called Aunt Mandy, a veritable witch* Among other
occult powers, she was able to cure bleeding, burns, and erysipelas
by incantation.
Once, when I had burned my hand, Grandma called her in.
She sat a moment with her eyes closed, then spat on the burn,
stroked it three times with a forefinger while whispering inaudibly.
This was repeated three times, and I must say seemed to relieve
the pain. As this was my first experience in the art of healing, it
made a very deep impression. Here was something worth know-
ing; possessed of this accomplishment, I could travel the world
over, gaining fame and fortune.
After months of persistent wheedling I learned that the curative
properties lay in the whispered words, that the spit and strokings
were potent adjuvants used to activate them. If they were spoken
aloud or divulged except as prescribed by long tradition, that is.